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The first ocean-going steamships, the Sirius and the Great
Western, both crossed the Atlantic in 1838, and during the next
decade great shipping lines like the Royal Mail and the P. & O.
were having steamships built as fast as possible. These ships
were all built of iron, but within twenty years there was a
further development. Bessemer discovered a cheap method
of making steel, and the 'sixties saw this metal replacing iron
for shipbuilding. And here again Britain had a big start over
all other countries.
The Great Exhibition of 1851 (§ 289) was held to show the
world what wonderful progress had been made in British
industries, but far greater wonders were to follow. There
was a feeling of confidence in the air. The Limited Liability
Acts and the Bank Acts (§ 289) made it easier than ever before
to procure the capital with which to increase production and
start new enterprises, while the Free Trade Budgets of Peel
and Gladstone enabled foreigners to buy British goods. The
consequence was that the next quarter of a century saw our
foreign trade advancing by leaps and bounds. In 1850 the
exportation of goods to the value of .£70,000,000 took people's
breath away, but by 1860 the amount was more than doubled,
and by 1870 almost trebled.
Many people gave all the credit for this prosperity to Free
Trade ; but there were many other causes at work. The dis-
covery of gold in California (1849) and Australia (1851) greatly
increased the quantity of gold in use. This gave higher prices
to all other commodities, gold being the universal standard of
value ; and high prices always encourage production. More-
over, Britain had several advantages over other countries :
she had easily-worked coal and iron deposits, and she enjoyed
peace and quiet while they were absorbed in revolutions and
wars.
§ 348. hard times continue for the working-class.—
Unfortunately little of the increased prosperity enj oyed by farmers
and manufacturers between 1850 and 1875 was shared by the

